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"Frankie-Jean, wait, that's heavy, let me..." 
Curk! Sploosh! Cater! 
"Oh, no! Daddy, l'm sorry!" Frankie-Jean burst into tears. "I'm so sorry!" 


James, just finishing up his morning yoga routine in the backyard, hurried inside. He stopped short in the 
kitchen doorway, just staring at the spreading pulpy sea of raspberry red flooding the formerly pristine 
unglazed white ceramic tile of the kitchen floor from their largest stock pot. Frankie-Jean stood on the 
stepstool at the sink, her clothing dyed raspberry red from her chest down, while Nikki was on his hands and 
knees with a roll of paper towels, trying desperately and failing to keep the puddle from spreading farther. A 
carton of mason jars and some other unfamiliar things sat on the counter next to the stove, and an absolutely 
enormous enameled pot sat on the back of the stove. 


Nikki looked up at his weeping daughter. "Sweetie, it's okay.. it was an accident, nobody's mad at you," he said. 
"Accidents can happen to anyone. Did James or | ever tell you what happened the first time | tried baking? It 
was when | made those Christmas cookies for you - first | dropped an egg and it splatted all over the counter, 


then | read part of the recipe wrong and instead of making cookie dough, | made sugary glue!" 


Frankie-Jean sniffled. "You did?" 


"He sure did," James confirmed from the doorway. "| know, | helped him clean the messes out of the mixing 
bowls before helping him make the dough properly. What happened?" As he spoke, he picked his way around the 
edges of the mess on the floor to grab a couple more rolls of paper towels out of the walk-in pantry, then 


started helping Nikki contain the spread of the puddle. 


"I tried to lift the pot of raspberry mush out of the sink by myself," Frankie-Jean admitted. "I guess | didn't 
lift it up enough, cuz the bottom hit the edge of the sink and it tipped over and | lost my grip on it. I'm sorry, 
Daddy James." 


James smiled at her. "Well, don't worry too much about it, okay, sweetie? Like Daddy said, accidents can happen 


to anyone. At least you didn't get hurt, right? It wasn't hot or anything, was it?" 


"No," Frankie-Jean said. "I was gonna put it on the stove to start cooking, but Daddy was gonna be in charge of 
that part, cuz he said he doesn't want me using the stove until | can reach to stir things without the 
stepstool." 


"Probably a good idea," James confirmed. "You can use the microwave, and even the oven since you don't need 
the stepstool for that, but we'd both rather you didn't risk tipping over a pot full of hot soup onto yourself 
because you couldn't quite reach it" He ducked back into the pantry for a moment to grab a couple of large 
trash bags, keeping one for himself and passing the other to Nikki. "Stay up there until we have this cleaned 
up, okay, sweetie? If your shoes didn't get covered, there's no point in you stepping into the middle of the 
puddle, right?" 


"Yeah, okay," Frankie-Jean agreed. She sat on the top step of the stepstool, watching her father and stepfather 


slowly make headway against the mess. 


Nikki stuffed the last of his raspberry puree-laden paper towels into his trash bag and sighed ruefully. "| 


guess we maybe should have started with a smaller batch," he said. 
"What were you two making, anyway?" James wanted to know. 


"Raspberry jam," Nikki said. "Frankie-~Jean got a book from the library that had a scene in which the kids, with 
the help of a neighbor, canned a whole lot of fruits and vegetables from their garden, including making jam and 
jelly from some of the fruit. She read that and wanted to try canning something herself. We looked up some 
recipes online and some kind of berry jam seemed like the easiest and safest thing for a novice to try. And 


raspberries are in season, so Frankie-Jean and | went to the farmer's market and loaded up." 
"I really like raspberry jam, too," Frankie-Jean put in from her perch. 


"Me too," James said. "It's probably too late to try again today, | know the farmer's market is closed by now, 


but maybe we can go again tomorrow?" 


Frankie-Jean brightened. "You mean we can try again?" 

"Of course we can," Nikki said. 

I'd like to join in, if thats okay," James said. 

"That'll be fun," Frankie-Jean said with a grin. "You and Daddy are always fun 

Nikki grinned at that. "And you know I'm always happy to spend time with both of my favorite people." 

"Okay, so that's the plan for tomorrow," James said with a grin of his own. "For now, though.." he looked at the 
floor. As he'd feared, the unglazed tiles remained raspberry red, and he suspected that even bleach wouldn't 
get the stain out. "For now, lets see about getting you cleaned up without making more of a mess." Nikki's 
jeans were stained red from the knees down and so were his bare feet, from his efforts at containing and 
cleaning the mess, and of course, Frankie-Jean had gotten soaked with the raspberry pulp, including her 
sandals, feet, and legs. 


"Any ideas, babe?" Nikki asked. 


"Yeah," James said. "Give me a minute." Glad he still got the Sunday paper every week, he grabbed a couple 
from the recycling bin and spread the paper across the floor to the back door and over the patio to the 
grass. "Okay, you two walk on the paper so that nothing drips off you onto the floor where its not already a 
mess, and get outside and onto the grass, then strip down to your underwear. Leave your sticky clothes and 


sandals on the grass and go shower in the pool house. I'll bring you both clean clothes." 
"Good thinking, babe. Okay, Frankie-Jean, lets go," Nikki said, chuckling as he held his hand out to his daughter. 


Frankie-Jean grabbed his hand and hopped off the stepstool, giggling. "Daddy James, will you bring my Hannah 
Montana t-shirt out, please?" 


James laughed. "Sure, sweetie. Shorts or jeans?" 

"Shorts, please,” she said. 

"Any requests for you, Nik?" James asked 

“Just something clean," Nikki laughed as he led his daughter outside on the newspaper path. 

James hurried upstairs and grabbed fresh clothing for both of them, including Frarkie-Jean's requested Hannah 
Montana shirt. He also grabbed combs for both of them and headed out to the pool house. Calling in the door 


of the ladies’ side, he said, "I'm leaving your clothes and your comb on the bench here," raising his voice to be 


heard over the splashing of the shower. 


"Thanks, Daddy James," Frankie-Jean called back cheerfully. 

"You're welcome," James called back. Then he made his way into the men's side. "Got your clothes and comb, 
love," he called. "I'm heading back up to the house to see how easily or not | can get that raspberry stain off 
the floor." 


"Aww, you're not gonna join me?" Nikki stuck his head out from behind his shower curtain with a playful pout. 


"If Frankie-Jean wasn't on the other side of the wall, | would, but probably better | don't," James said, sounding 
a little disappointed. 


"Well, I'll make it up to you tonight, after she's asleep," Nikki said, smiling softly. "Love you, babe." 

"Love you too, Nik," James said with a soft smile of his own. He crossed the room to steal a quick kiss before 
pulling away and making his way back to the house. He picked up the newspaper on his way in, and was on his 
hands and knees scrubbing the stained floor with bleach when Nikki and Frankie-Jean came back inside. 

"Eww, it stinks in here," Frankie-Jean commented, wrinkling her nose. 

"Yeah, it does," James agreed. "That's why the windows are open." 

Nikki looked at the floor and stifled a sigh. "Doesn't look like the bleach is doing much good, though." 

James shrugged. "I'm not too worried about it," he said. "We've been talking about re-doing the kitchen since we 
bought the place, and we both know that half the reason for that is because of the white tile. So, this just 
gives us the excuse to stop talking about it, and to get off our keisters and do it" He grinned and added, "So, | 
think we should not only make raspberry jam, we should maybe make some salsa and some tomato sauce while 
we're at it, because this floor's already dead. Let's cook all the messy stuff and either freeze it or can it, 
because right now, who cares if we spill?" 

"That's the spirit, babe!" Nikki laughed. "Should we look up recipes?" 


"Can we?" Frankie-Jean asked. "I like salsal And tomato sauce!" 


"We can," James affirmed. "Let me pour out the cleaning bucket while you two get the computer booted up, 


okay?" 
"Sure thing," Nikki said. He and Frankie-Jean headed to the room they used as an office. 


James stood up and took the bucket to the utility room, where he poured it out and stowed it, then joined 
them. "Find anything good?" he asked. 


“There's so many recipes," a wide-eyed Frankie-Jean said. "How do you choose which ones to make?" 


James dropped into his office chair and wheeled himself over to Nikki's computer. "Well, for tomato sauce, pick 
a fairly plain one, or maybe just one with something like a little garlic and herbs in it. | like ones with vegetable 
chunks in, but those are harder to can safely, and anyway, it's easy enough to add the veggies in when you 
open the jar and heat the sauce up." 


"Whatever salsa you pick, make it one without cilantro," Nikki said. "I think that stuff tastes like soap. | know it 


sounds stupid, but can we see if we can find a knock-off of the Tostitos salsa recipe? | totally love that one." 
Frankie-Jean giggled "How do you know what soap tastes like?" 


"Back when | was a kid, if we sassed the adults or swore, we'd get our mouths washed out with soap," Nikki 
said. "Back then, they used to paddle us if we acted up in school, too." 


"Yuck!" Frankie-Jean responded. She typed ‘tostitos salsa recipe’ into the search bar and clicked on the first link 
that came up. "I think this one looks good," she said. 


Nikki clicked to print it out, then rolled his chair back to let James scoot into his vacated space. "You pick the 


tomato sauce recipe, babe, since it sounds like you've got some experience.’ 


"| do, actually," James chuckled. "Mom puts up some tomato sauce every year, has done for as far back as | 
can remember." He thought for a moment, then typed in a URL, smiling when the site he wanted proved to stil 
be active. He quickly navigated to a specific recipe and printed it out. "| assume the jam recipe you two were 


using is still readable?" 

"Yeah, it was on the counter by the canning supplies," Nikki said. "So, it never even got splashed, let alone 
ruined. We can buy everything we'll need at the market tomorrow. And speaking of buying, who wants to go 
out for dinner tonight?" 

"Can we get sushi?" Frankie-Jean asked eagerly. 

"Sounds good to me," James agreed. 


"Its unanimous, then," Nikki said. "Let's go!" 


Over dinner, they talked about plans for the kitchen remodel. They all agreed that whatever else they 


eventually decided on, the kitchen would have terra-cotta tiles, which wouldn't show spills nearly so easily. 


The following morning, they headed out to the farmer's market, where they loaded up on raspberries, 
Tomatoes, onions, green peppers, and jalapenos - along with some zucchini, yellow squash, and mandarin oranges. 
James suggested picking up a second water bath canner, and they needed more mason jars as well. After 


getting home again, they set up the kitchen and started mashing the raspberries and boiling them down first. 


James took charge of that, while Nikki and Frankie-Jean worked on chopping the tomatoes, the onions, the 
peppers, and the jalapenos for the salsa and mixing that up. 


By the time the jam jars had gone into the canner, the salsa was ready to pack into the jars. Nikki took charge 
of that while James scrubbed the jam pot so they could start cooking the tomato sauce. The jam jars came 
out of the canner and the salsa went in, and they all pitched in and cleaned the kitchen while waiting for the 


salsa to come out of the canner. 


As the tomato sauce needed to simmer for some time, they took a break for a swim and chicken kebabs 
cooked on the grill before they headed back in to jar up the sauce and get that into the canner. Frankie-Jean 
was yawning by the time the sauce came out of the canner but insisted on staying up long enough to see all 
the sealed jars cooling on the counter before going to bed. She patted them all proudly before going upstairs 
for the night. 


Nikki looked at James as they put the cooled jars into the pantry. "Babe? When we start looking at paint for 
the new kitchen and stuff, remind me that after yesterday, | might still like raspberries, but | abso-fucking- 
lutely hate the color raspberry red!" 


James laughed. 


